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1.  Current Norms for Christmas Season:   Nativity and “First Manifestations”  

• “After the annual celebration of the Paschal Mystery, the Church has no more ancient custom than 
celebrating the memorial of the Nativity of the Lord and of his first manifestations, and this takes 
place in Christmas Time.  

“Christmas Time runs from First Vespers (Evening Prayer I) [evening of Dec 24] of the Nativity of the 
Lord up to and including the Sunday after Epiphany or after 6 January.”  UNLYC 33-32 

• Liturgical reform:  centrality of paschal mystery, in every feast and season. CSL 102 

 
2.  Historical Background for Christmas Day in Roman Liturgy 

• No evidence of Christmas until 4th c.    [Compare Easter early 2nd c.] 

o Document from 354 C.E.:   List of dates, Dec 25 -- “Christ was born in Bethlehem of Judea.”   

▪ This list composed by 336.  So Dec 25 was observed by 336 in at least one church in Rome. 

o Not initially accepted by other churches.  Resistance in North Italy, Spain, Gaul, all of East. 

▪ Eastern Churches, and some Latin churches already had Epiphany, to celebrate nativity. 

• Dec 25 not celebrated outside of Rome until c.375.  Not widespread until 450. 

o Shows growing authority/control of Rome, with support from Roman Empire. 

 
3.  Why December 25?   Two Theories  

1. History-of-Religions Theory 

o Christians co-opted pagan Birthday of Unconquered Sun. 

o Winter solstice.  Waning sun begins to win over darkness. 

o Christ is true Light, “sun of righteousness”  (Mal 3:20). 

2. Calculation Theory 

o No date in Gospels for birth.  Death near Passover, March 25. 

o Commemorate births of illustrious ancestors on death date. 

o So Jesus conceived on Mar 25, born 9 months later on Dec 25. 

▪ Conceived at vernal equinox, born at winter solstice. 

o Cf.  John the Baptist:  birth June 24, solstice.  Some churches:  conception Sept 24, equinox. 

 
4.  Epiphany -- January 6 

• Observed in East from 3rd c.       “Epiphany”= revelation, appearance, manifestation. 

o Old Egyptian calendar, solstice on Jan 6.  Birth of Aeon, god of time and eternity. 

• Time for Baptism:   new birth, illumination, manifestation of God’s presence in baptized. 

• Nativity is “Epiphany” -- God manifest in a human being.  Included other early manifestations: 

o Magi:  Manifest to the Gentiles.  Shepherds:  Manifest to Israel. 

o Baptism of Jesus:  Manifest as Son of God, “You are my Son.”  

o Cana:  Manifest to disciples with first miracle.  [now Year C 2nd Sun Ord Time] 

• Major feast in Gaul by 361.  

• Comes to Rome via Spain and Gaul.  Rome adopts 350-400, limits focus to Magi. 
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5.  Christological Controversies 4th-5th centuries    

• When Dec 25 emerges as feast, time of fierce theological debate:  esp is Son equal to Father? 
o Arians:   argued Son had a beginning, a birth.  Unity of Son with humanity.  Stress humanity. 
o Anti-Arians:    Unity of Father and Son.  Son is consubstantial with Father.   Stress divinity. 

• Christmas:  Son as weak, vulnerable infant in animal food trough.  Seems to side with Arians. 
o Anti-Arians:  Son as supremely lofty, celestial, other-worldly.  Resisted add Dec 25. (Connell p100) 

• Christmas sermons till 12th c. catechized about theological issues like this, not Christmas story.   

 
6.  Images of Light and Darkness in Christmas Liturgy 

• 4 sets of readings and prayers for Mass:  Vigil, Night, Dawn, Day 

• In readings and in prayers, for Christmas and Epiphany. 

• “The people who walked in darkness have seen a great light.” 

 
7.   Paschal Mystery 

• Incarnation, born into human frailties, even subject to death.    

• Reveals self-emptying of God, to fill humanity with grace & life 

 

8.   Infancy Narratives  - “Gospel in miniature”  (R. Brown)    

 Different accounts Mt vs Lk, but same two key points: 
1. Who Jesus is:  Son of David, Son of God  (conceived by Holy Spirit).   

• Manifest at resurrection, at baptism, at conception & birth 

• Rev to Joseph is shared w Magi (Mt); to Mary w shepherds (Lk). 

• Accepted by Gentile Magi, rejected by Jewish Herod.  Cross. 

2. Jesus’s Infancy echoed history of Israel. 

• Joseph:  dream interpreter, goes to Egypt to save family. 

• OT: Pharaoh kills boys. Moses escapes.   NT: Herod & Jesus.   

• Also: Social reversals—God puts down mighty, raises lowly;  barren have children; old rejuvenated. 

 

9.  God Made Visible 
“For in the mystery of the Word made flesh 
a new light of your glory has shone upon the eyes of our mind, 
so that, as we recognize in him God made visible 
we may be caught up through him in love of things invisible.”   

 -Christmas Preface I 

❖ “For the Son of God became human so that we might become God.”   St Athanasius 4th c., CCC 460 

 
10.  Feasts in Christmas Season 

Season is more solemnities than Sundays, unlike Advent, Lent, Easter  

• Holy Family, Sunday in Octave of Christmas   (originates late 19th c.) 

• Mary, Mother of God, January 1  (Rome 5th c.) 

• Epiphany Jan 6   (USA: Sunday) 

• Baptism of the Lord, Sunday after Jan 6.  Closes Christmas season.  

“In the beginning was the Word, 
and the Word was with God,  

and the Word was God…. 
The light shines in the darkness, 

and the darkness  
has not overcome it…. 

To those who accepted him  
he gave power to become  

children of God…. 
And the Word became flesh  

and made his dwelling among us, 
and we saw his glory,  

the glory as of  
the Father’s only Son, 

full of grace and truth.…  
No one has ever seen God. 

The only Son, God,  
who is at the Father’s side, 

has revealed him.” 

 -- Christmas Day Gospel, John 1 
 

“O holy Child of Bethlehem, 
descend to us, we pray, 
cast out our sin and enter in, 
be born in us today.” 

O Little Town of Bethlehem 

 


